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Abstract 
 
Threatening advertisements have been widely used in the social marketing of road safety. 
However, despite their popularity and over five decades of research into the fear-persuasion 
relationship, an unequivocal answer regarding their effectiveness remains unachieved. More 
contemporary “fear appeal” research has explored the extent other variables moderate this 
relationship. In this study, the third-person effect was examined to explore its association with 
the extent male and female drivers reported intentions to adopt the recommendations of two road 
safety advertisements depicting high physical threats. Drivers (N = 152) first provided responses 
on pre-exposure future driving intentions, subsequently viewed two advertisements, one anti-
speeding and one anti-drink driving, followed by measurement of their  perceptions and post-
manipulation intentions. The latter measure, post-manipulation intentions, was taken as the level 
of message acceptance for each advertisement. Results indicated a significant gender difference 
with females reporting reverse third-person effects (i.e., the messages would have more influence 
on themselves than others) and males reporting classic third-person effects (i.e., the messages 
would have more influence on others than themselves). Consistent with such third-person effects, 
females reported greater intention not to speed and not to drink and drive after being exposed to 
the advertisements than males. To determine the extent that third-person differential perceptions 
contributed to variance explained in post-manipulation intentions, hierarchical regressions were 
conducted. These regressions revealed that third-person scores significantly contributed to the 
variance explained in post-manipulation intentions, beyond the contribution of other factors 
including demographic characteristics, pre-exposure intentions and past behaviour. The 
theoretical and applied implications of the results are discussed.   
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1. Introduction 
Road trauma remains one of the most significant global public health issues of the 21st 
century (Peden et al., 2004). Of the factors contributing to road trauma, speeding and drink 
driving continue to feature prominently thus, reflecting the perennial contribution of human 
factors to road traffic injury. Given the major role of human factors in road trauma, it follows, 
that many improvements in health (i.e., reduction in injury) will ultimately be brought about by 
changing people’s attitudes and persuading them to adopt healthier, safer lifestyles. To this end, 
mass media and health communication will play a crucial role. Therefore, it is imperative that 
researchers and practitioners of health promotion continue to evaluate different advertising 
strategies to increase the persuasive influence of future mass media campaigns. Consistent with 
this aim, we examine the extent that threat-based advertisements incorporating threats of 
physical harm represent effective persuasive strategies for drivers of different age and gender.  
 Fear appeals, or more accurately, threat appeals5 present viewers with the negative 
outcomes that they may experience as a result of engaging in the depicted unsafe and/or illegal 
behaviours. It is expected that the threat will evoke fear at the prospect of experiencing the 
aversive outcomes which will in turn motivate audience members to align their attitudes and/or 
behaviours with those recommended in the message (Maddux & Rogers, 1983; Witte, 1992). Of 
the health issues that have utilised threat appeals, road safety is particularly renowned for its use 
of physical threats in which drivers and passengers are injured and killed as a result of unsafe 
and/or illegal behaviour (Donovan & Henley, 2003; Elder et al., 2004). Typically, these 
advertisements, in a graphically explicit manner, portray the crash scene and victims.  
                                                 
5 The more accurate term is threat appeals because fear is one possible emotional reaction individuals may have in 
response to a threatening stimulus (Donovan, Henley, Jalleh, & Slater, 1995).  
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Surprisingly, despite the frequency with which threat appeals are utilised in health 
advertising, a substantial body of literature spanning over five decades attests to contradictory 
findings regarding the manner in which fear is related to persuasion (for a range of reviews and 
empirical studies see, Bennett, 1996; Boster & Mongeau, 1984; Higbee, 1969; Janis, 1967; Janis 
& Feshbach, 1953; Elliott, 2003; Haefner, 1956; Insko, Arkoff, & Insko, 1965; King & Reid, 
1990; Kohn et al., 1982; LaTour & Rotfeld, 1997; Leventhal 1970; Leventhal & Watts, 1966; 
Ray & Wilkie, 1970; Sternthal & Craig, 1981; Sutton, 1982; Sutton, 1992, Witte, Berkowitz, 
Cameron, & McKeon, 1998). More specifically, early fear-persuasion studies provided empirical 
support for a direct positive relationship between fear and persuasion (e.g., Higbee, 1969; Insko 
et al., 1965; Leventhal & Watts, 1966) as well as a direct negative relationship (e.g., Haefner, 
1956; Janis & Feshbach, 1953). Given the apparent irreconcilability of these disparate research 
findings, the curvilinear, or ‘inverted u’, view of the fear-persuasion relationship was proposed. 
According to this view, increasing the level of fear induced would increase message 
persuasiveness up until some critical point at which, once exceeded, the level of fear becomes 
excessive, resulting in avoidance and rejection of the message (Janis, 1967; Quinn, Meenaghan, 
& Brannick 1992; Ray and Wilkie, 1970). Some empirical support exists for the curvilinear view 
with studies indicating that fear is positively associated with both message acceptance and 
message rejection (Lewis, 2002; Tay & Watson, 2002). Arguably, such findings highlight the 
particularly ambiguous nature of the fear-persuasion relationship.  
Due to the ambiguities associated with the fear-persuasion relationship, contemporary 
fear appeal research has tended to focus on the extent other variables moderate this relationship. 
For instance, prominent, contemporary fear appeal models, the Protection Motivation Theory 
(Maddux & Rogers, 1983; Rogers, 1983) and the Extended Parallel Process Model (Witte, 1992) 
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have focused on the extent that cognitive factors influence processing of threat appeals. In 
particular, these models identify two processes as preceding attitudinal, intentional, and/or 
behavioural change (i.e., message acceptance); threat appraisal and coping appraisal. Threat 
appraisal is comprised of two variables, namely, perceived severity and perceived susceptibility 
which refer to an individual’s perceptions of how severe and how personally susceptible they 
feel a particular threat is. Whilst, coping appraisal is comprised of response efficacy and message 
self-efficacy which refer to the incorporation of strategies or recommendations and an 
individual’s belief that they can enact such strategies (Rogers, 1975; Witte, 1992). 
Of these variables, we focus particularly on the notion of threat susceptibility and more 
specifically, how personally relevant individuals perceive a particular threat to be and the 
influence that such perceptions have upon the persuasiveness of a health message. One 
explanation proposed for such inconclusive findings in the fear appeal literature is that 
individuals differ in how personally relevant they perceive a particular threat to be (Burnett & 
Oliver, 1979; Quinn et al., 1992). It follows, that if individuals differ in their perceptions of 
personal relevance to a threat then the nature and intensity of the emotional response(s) they 
experience to that threat are also likely to differ (LaTour & Rotfeld, 1997). Indeed, there is 
research suggesting that threat-based health messages, despite assumptions based on the message 
content and structure that such messages represent “fear appeals”, may not even successfully 
evoke any reported changes in the level of fear experienced following exposure (Dillard et al., 
1996; LaTour & Rotfeld, 1997). In the absence of the necessary and intended fear, it is likely that 
a threat appeal will not function as anticipated and thus, may be less likely to persuade. 
Consequently, determining a threat’s relevance for a particular target audience would be an 
important first step in ultimately designing an effective persuasive appeal.  
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Given that young male road users, relative to their female counterparts, are at much 
greater risk of being killed or injured in a road crash (Tay, 2002; 2005), it is imperative that 
persuasive appeals targeting this group of road users are designed with the greatest likelihood of 
being effective. Surprisingly, however, the impact of gender on the acceptance of physically 
threatening road safety advertising, has received limited empirical attention (Elliott, 2003; see 
Witte & Allen, 2000). This limitation in the literature exists despite some suggestion that males, 
and more specifically young males, may be more threatened by social threats such as the threat 
of losing their licence and the social stigma attached with licence loss (Rotfeld, 1999). In other 
words, for male road users, a social threat may be more relevant and fear-inducing than the 
traditional and frequently utilised physical threats. Arguably, given that many road safety 
advertisements intended to target this particular group of road users continue to incorporate 
physical threats of death and injury (Rotfeld, 1999; Tay, 1999; 2002), two key issues that 
research must establish are; first, how relevant drivers of different gender and age regard 
physical threats and second, whether perceptions of relevance indeed influence the relative 
effectiveness of such appeals. 
In determining the relevance of a persuasive message it appears that individuals not only 
hold perceptions regarding how relevant and influential they perceive messages are for 
themselves but also how relevant and influential they perceive the message to be for other 
people. This suggestion is based on a phenomenon derived from the communication literature 
known as the third-person effect (TPE) (Davison, 1983). More specifically, according to the 
classic TPE, individuals exposed to a persuasive message will tend to perceive the 
communication as being of greater influence on others (third persons) than on themselves 
(Davison, 1983). Beyond being an interesting perceptual phenomenon, empirical studies have 
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found that such perceptions also influence an individual’s subsequent behaviour (e.g., Mutz, 
1989). Results of such studies indicate that when individuals perceive persuasive messages as 
being of more relevance to and influence on others than themselves, they are less likely to adopt 
a message’s recommendations. In other words, the perceptions of relevance on self and others 
appear to have specific implications for related behaviours.     
Whilst the TPE has been demonstrated to be a robust phenomenon, one evident limitation 
of the literature is that the existence of the TPE is based predominantly on research involving 
messages that denote negative content. Negative content refers to content that would be 
considered undesirable or unbeneficial for an individual to be persuaded by (Duck, Terry, & 
Hogg, 1995). Common examples of negative content in the research literature are messages 
incorporating violence and pornography. Given the focus on messages incorporating negative 
content, most studies examining the behavioural consequences of third-person effects have 
explored the extent that individuals report a willingness to censor such negative material (e.g., 
Gunther, 1995; Gunther & Thorson, 1992). In contrast, only a small number of recent studies 
have examined the TPE’s operation in messages denoting positive content. Positive content is 
content that would be desirable to be influenced by and which would be expected to have 
beneficial outcomes for the individual (Duck et al., 1995). Thus, generally, health messages 
which ultimately aim to improve the quality and longevity of individuals’ lives could be 
considered examples of such positive content (Duck et al., 1995).  
In a study based on health messages addressing the issue of AIDS/HIV, Duck et al. 
(1995) found that individuals perceived some of the advertisements as having greater influence 
on themselves than others in general; a phenomenon known as the reversed third-person effect. 
The initial conclusion would appear to be that positive messages are associated with third-person 
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reversals. However, although all the advertisements were addressing the same health issue and 
promoting the same message, reverse third-person effects were not associated with all the 
messages. Thus, a priori’ definitions of a message as denoting negative or positive content 
appear not to accurately predict the direction of the TPE.  Arguably, this problem would apply 
particularly to threatening health messages given that such messages represent an interesting 
paradox in relation to the definitions of positive and negative content provided previously. That 
is, whilst threat-based health messages espouse positions that could be considered beneficial to 
be persuaded by (e.g., drive safely and avoid being injured or killed in a crash) thus reflecting 
positive content, such messages also incorporate images (e.g., graphic crash scenes) that may be 
considered negative content. Given such definitional ambiguity, it would seem that other factors 
may moderate the direction of third-person effects for threat appeals. Indeed, Duck et al. (1995) 
concluded that a message factor (i.e., the quality of the advertisements) moderated the direction 
of third-person effects associated with the threat-based advertisements in their study. More 
specifically, they reported that the threat appeals were considered the highest quality 
advertisements and were associated with the strongest third-person reversals.  
Additionally, some individual factors have been found to moderate the direction of third-
person effects associated with messages of positive content (see Duck & Mullin, 1995). 
However, of the individual differences variables that have been examined, few studies have 
explored the extent that demographic characteristics such as gender and age moderate the 
direction of third-person effects associated with health messages. Arguably, such factors may be 
particularly significant in relation to the use of physical threats in road safety advertisements, 
given that it has been suggested that males, and more specifically young males, may regard such 
advertisements as less relevant than their female counterparts (e.g., Rotfeld, 1999).  
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Similar to classic third-person effects, whilst reverse third-person effects represent an 
interesting perceptual phenomenon, arguably, what is of particular interest is the influence such 
third-person reversals have on subsequent behaviour. Unlike classic third-person effects which 
have been found to decrease the likelihood that an individual adopts the recommendations of a 
persuasive message, reverse third-person effects may potentially increase persuasion. This 
increase in persuasion may occur because, presumably, individuals would be more likely to 
adopt the recommendations of an advertisement that they perceive as relatively more personally 
relevant and influential. In other words, reverse third-person effects may act to predispose 
individuals to accept messages (Duck et al., 1995). Although Duck et al. (1995) identified the 
potential positive implications of reverse third-person effects they did not empirically test this 
assertion. Thus, presently, whether reverse-third-person effects have positive implications for 
persuasion and ultimately behaviour remains an unanswered empirical question.  
In sum, we will examine the third person effect in relation to two road safety television 
advertisements; one an anti-drink driving message and the other an anti-speeding message. First, 
it will be ascertained whether physical threat-based road safety advertisements are associated 
with classic or reverse third-person effects. To the extent that males perceive such physical 
threats as less relevant than females, we expect that males will report classic third-person effects 
whilst females will report reverse third-person effects (Hypothesis 1a). Moreover, we expect this 
to be the case particularly for young males (Hypothesis 1b). Second, we will examine age and 
gender differences in relation to the behavioural intentions reported for each advertisement (with 
such behavioural intentions utilised as a measure of message acceptance). To the extent that 
males will regard the advertisements as less relevant, we expect that males will report 
significantly less desirable speeding and drink driving intentions than females (Hypothesis 2a). 
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Again, we expect that this effect (i.e., less desirable intentions) will be greatest for young males 
(Hypothesis 2b). Finally, we will explore the extent that third-person effects explain the variance 
in post-exposure behavioural intentions beyond the contribution of other factors likely to 
influence the acceptance of messages including pre-exposure intentions as well as past behaviour 
(see Stead, Tagg, MacKintosh, & Eadie, 2005). Whilst we will make no specific hypothesis 
pertaining to the relative importance of each factor, to the extent that reverse third-person effects 
will act to predispose an individual to being persuaded, it is expected that third-person 
differential perception scores6 (see Method) will be associated with a negative weighting in the 
regression models (Hypothesis 3).  
2. Method 
2.1 Participants 
The only criterion for participation in the study was that individuals held a current 
Australian drivers’ or motorcyclists’ licence. Overall, 152 drivers volunteered to participate in 
the study. Approximately half the sample was comprised of first year psychology students from 
the Queensland University of Technology. These participants were recruited via a university 
notice-board (58%) and received partial course credit for their participation. The remaining 
participants were approached directly and invited to participate by the researchers. These 
participants were comprised of university students from various year levels, colleagues and 
acquaintances of the researchers, as well as persons who had heard of the study being conducted 
from other participants and who permitted their contact details to be provided to the researchers. 
Consequently, this latter group of participants consisted of drivers recruited from both on and off 
                                                 
6 Measure of third-person perceptions and is based on Perceived influence on other drivers in general score minus 
perceived influence on self score. Thus, negative scores indicate third-person reversals. 
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the university campus. Unlike the first year students, these latter participants received no 
incentives for taking part in the study.  
The sample consisted of 102 females (67%) with an age distribution as follows: under 20 
years (21.7%), 20-29 (28.9%), 30-39 (20.4%), 40-49 (13.2%), 50-59 (10.5%), and 60 years and 
over (5.3%). Thus, over half of the sample was comprised of drivers aged 29 years or younger 
and two-thirds of the sample was female.  
The prior speeding and drink driving offence histories of participants in the sample 
revealed that in the 12 months prior to the study, 23 (15.1%) drivers had received a speeding fine 
and no drivers had been convicted of drink driving. Whilst, in the previous 2 to 3 years, 30 
(19.7%) drivers had been fined for speeding7 and 2 (1.3%) had been fined for drink driving.  
2.2 Stimulus Materials 
2.2.1. Advertisements. Two 60-second road safety television advertisements incorporating 
high physical threats were selected. To minimise previous viewing exposure, advertisements not 
aired in the Australian state in which the study was conducted, were selected. For each 
advertisement, an item was included in the questionnaire to assess previous viewing exposure. 
As anticipated, the majority of participants reported not having seen either the speeding (N = 
109, 71.7%) or the drink driving advertisement (N = 99, 65.1%) prior to the study8. One 
advertisement focused on drink driving whilst the other focused on speeding. Brief descriptions 
of each advertisement are provided in Table 1. In both advertisements, a passenger was killed. 
                                                 
7 Of the 23 drivers who indicated having been fined in the 12 months prior to the study, 14 (60.9%) also indicated 
having being fined in the previous 2 to 3 years.  
8 A pattern of non-random missing data was detected with responses to the previous exposure items. Specifically, 31 
and 22 participants did not respond as to whether they had previously seen the anti-speeding and anti-drink driving 
advertisement respectively. The non- response rate may be due to fact that many road safety advertisements looked 
alike and some participants may be unsure if they had seen them before or not.  
   11
Participants from two earlier studies reported these particular advertisements as highly 
threatening (Tay et al., 2004; Harrison & Senserrick, 1999).  
 2.2.2 Measures. The questionnaire was comprised of three sections; Parts A, B, and C. 
Part A gathered demographic details as well as information about the driving histories of the 
participants in relation to their prior speeding and drink driving behaviour. Four items were used 
to assess prior speeding behaviour: “I often drive greater than 10km/hr over the speed limit on 
urban roads”, “I often drive greater than 20km/hr over the speed limit on urban roads”, “I often 
drive greater than 10km/hr over the speed limit on open roads/highways”, and “I often drive 
greater than 20km/hr over the speed limit on open roads/highways”. Participants responded to 
these items on a 7-point scale of Very Strongly Disagree (1) to Very Strongly Agree (7). A 
composite scale was created from these four items that was internally reliable with a Cronbach 
Alpha of .85 computed. Prior drink driving behaviour was measured by two items: “I always 
stop drinking before my driving is impaired” and “I will never ride in a car driven by someone 
over .05”. Although the latter item does not assess the individual’s drink driving behaviour 
specifically, it does provide indication of an individual’s experience of drink driving behaviour 
more generally. These items were measured on 7-point scales of Very Strongly Disagree (1) to 
Very Strongly Agree (7). The items were reverse-scored and a composite scale created. This scale 
was internally reliable with a Cronbach alpha of .79 computed. 
Additionally, Part A also assessed the participants’ pre-exposure future driving intentions 
in relation to speeding and drink driving. Two items were used to assess speeding intentions, “I 
intend to obey the speed limits” and “I intend to monitor my speed when driving” and two items 
were used to assess drink driving intentions, “I intend not to drive when I have had too much to 
drink” and “I am likely to monitor my drinking when I have to drive”. Participants reported their 
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responses to these items on a 7-point scale ranging from Very Strongly Disagree [1] to Very 
Strongly Agree [7]. Composite scales of speeding intentions and drink driving intentions were 
created from the appropriate two items. These scales were internally reliable, with Cronbach 
alphas of .90 and .87 for the speeding and drink driving scales respectively. Post-exposure 
speeding and drink driving intentions were measured with the same items. The scales were 
internally reliable with Cronbach alphas of .93 for speeding intentions and .95 for drink driving 
intentions. These post-exposure intentions were measured in Parts B and C of the questionnaire. 
These post-exposure intentions were taken as representing the level of message acceptance for 
each advertisement 
Overall, Parts B and C of the questionnaire contained the same items except phrasing on 
relevant questions was altered so as to refer to either the speeding or drink driving advertisement. 
Among other measures, the one of particular relevance to the current paper is the measure of the 
TPE (i.e., the third-person differential perception score).The TPE, as discussed previously, 
comprised perceptions of influence on self as well as others, thus two scores measuring each of 
these perceptions were required.  Consistent with previous research (e.g., Duck & Mullin, 1995; 
Gunther & Mundy, 1993), the resultant TPE score was calculated by subtracting the score 
obtained for “Perceived influence on yourself” from the score obtained for “Perceived influence 
on other drivers in general”. Since both of these ratings were measured on a 7-point scale 
ranging from Not influenced at all [1] to Extremely influenced [7], the third-person differential 
perception score created, could range from –6 to 6 with positive scores denoting greater 
perceived influence on others than self (i.e., a classic TPE) and negative scores denoting greater 
perceived influence on self than others (i.e., a reverse TPE).  
2.3 Procedure and Design 
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Prior to conducting the study, ethical clearance was applied for and granted from the 
University Human Research Ethics Committee. At the commencement of the study sessions, 
participants were provided an information sheet. This sheet described the study as an 
examination of the effectiveness of different road safety television advertisements. The 
information sheet also detailed the voluntary nature of participation, the participants’ right to 
withdraw from the study at any time without explanation or penalty, and the confidentiality of all 
responses provided. All participants were required to sign a consent form prior to the study’s 
commencement.  
A within-groups design was utilised such that all participants viewed both the speeding 
advertisement and the drink driving advertisement. Testing was conducted in groups and the 
same researcher was present for the entirety of every testing session. Once provided with the 
questionnaires, participants were instructed to immediately commence Part A. Once Part A was 
completed, participants would view the first advertisement and subsequently provide their 
responses to that advertisement. This procedure was then repeated for the second advertisement. 
Participants viewed each advertisement once only. To minimise the impact of a potential order 
effect, in half of the viewing sessions the speeding advertisement was shown first followed by 
the drink driving advertisement, whilst in the other half of the sessions, the drink driving 
advertisement was shown first and the speeding advertisement second. 
3. Results 
3.1 Preliminary Analyses 
 3.1.1 Order effects. To check for the presence of any order effects, four chi-square tests 
were performed. These analyses tested whether the scores obtained for two of the study’s major 
variables; the third-person differential perception score and post-exposure behavioural intentions 
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(i.e., the message acceptance measures) differed as a function of advertisement exposure order. 
These tests indicated that participants who saw the speeding advertisement first did not 
significantly differ from those participants who saw the speeding advertisement second in terms 
of their respective third-person differential perception scores (χ2 = 6.17, p = .72) and post-
exposure intention scores  (χ2 = 12.56, p = .40). Similarly, there was no significant difference in 
third-person differential perception scores or post exposure intention scores between participants 
who saw the driving advertisement first and those who saw it second (χ2 = 16.76,  p = .16 and  χ2 
= 9.46, p = .58, respectively). Based on these analyses, no order effects were detected. 
 3.1.2 Pre-exposure speeding and drink driving intentions.  Analyses were conducted to 
determine whether there were any significant differences in the pre-exposure behavioural 
intentions of male and female drivers. Two independent groups t tests were conducted to 
compare the pre-exposure speeding and drink driving intentions reported by males and females. 
The results indicated that females speeding intentions (M = 5.89) prior to advertisement exposure 
did not significantly differ (t(150) = -0.54, p = .59) from males pre-exposure speeding intentions 
(M = 5.75). Similarly, females drink driving intentions (M = 6.53) prior to advertisement 
exposure did not significantly differ (t(150) = -0.02, p = .99) from males pre-exposure drink 
driving intentions (M = 6.53).  
Additionally, two ANOVAs were conducted to compare the pre-exposure speeding and 
drink driving intentions reported by young (i.e., ≤ 29 years), middle-age (i.e., 30-49 years), and 
older drivers (i.e., ≥ 50 years) 9. The analyses revealed no significant differences between the 
three age groups in relation to their mean pre-exposure speeding intentions (F(2,151) = 0.07, p = 
.93, η2 = .06) or their mean pre-exposure drink driving intentions (F(2,151) = 1.84, p = .16, η2 = 
                                                 
9 In all analyses, age was collapsed into three categories; young (29 years and under), middle-age (30-49 years), and 
older (50 years and over) drivers. This split was chosen so as to be consistent with road crash data which tends to 
differentiate driver age by age groups (e.g., Queensland Transport, 2005). 
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.02). Therefore, based on these analyses, no significant pre-exposure differences between drivers 
of different gender or age were detected. 
3.2 Main analyses 
3.2.1 Gender, age, and third-person differential perception scores. Analyses were 
conducted to determine whether the perceptions of influence reported for self and others differed 
according to the age and gender of the drivers. With third-person differential perception scores 
pertaining to the speeding and the drink driving advertisement as separate dependent variables, a 
2 x 3 analysis of variance was conducted for each dependent variable with gender and age groups 
as the independent variables. With third-person differential perception score pertaining to the 
speeding advertisement as the dependent variable, the results indicated a significant main effect 
for gender (F(1, 151) = 13.33, p < .001, η2 = .08). The gender main effect indicates that the 
males’ mean third-person differential perception score significantly differed from the females’ 
mean third-person differential perception score. Due to the nature of the TPE measure of this 
study (i.e., the magnitude of the third-person differential perception score can be equally large in 
either the positive or negative direction), interpretation of this result is clarified through 
inspection of the direction of the means. The mean third-person differential perception score for 
males is positive (M = 0.03) indicating classic third-person effects whilst the mean third-person 
differential perception score for females is negative (M=-.99) indicating reverse third-person 
effects. No other effects were significant. 
A similar result was found when the analysis was conducted with third-person differential 
perception scores pertaining to the drink driving advertisement as the dependent variable. A main 
effect for gender was found (F(1, 150) = 9.94, p = .002, η2 = .06), indicating that the mean scores 
for females and males do differ significantly. Again, inspection of the means clarified the 
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interpretation of this result. The mean third-person differential perception score for males was 
positive (M = 0.44) indicating classic third-person effects whilst the mean third-person effect 
scores for females was negative (M = -0.67) indicating reverse third-person effects. No other 
effects were significant. Table 2 reports the means and the standard deviations of third-person 
effect scores for each age group and gender. Inspection of the means reveals a consistent pattern 
of results with females of all age groups reporting reverse third-person scores whilst, males of all 
groups reported classic third-person effects with only one exception; the 30-49 year age group 
reported a negative and thus, reversed third-person effect for the speeding advertisement.  
 3.2.2 Gender, age, and post-exposure intentions (i.e., message acceptance). Analyses 
were conducted to determine whether the drivers of different gender and age differed in their 
post-exposure intentions (i.e., message acceptance). With post-exposure intentions pertaining to 
the speeding and drink driving advertisement as separate dependent variables, a 2 x 3 analysis of 
variance was conducted with gender and age groups as the independent variables. The relevant 
prior behaviour (i.e., speeding or drink driving) was entered into the appropriate analysis as a 
covariate. 
 With speeding intentions as the dependent variable, the analysis revealed a significant 
main effect for gender (F(1, 151) = 8.96, p = .003, η2 = .06). Pair-wise comparisons revealed that 
males (M = 4.09) reported significantly less intention to monitor their speed and to stop speeding 
than females (M = 5.03). No other effects were significant. 
With drink driving intentions as the dependent variable, a significant main effect for 
gender was once again detected (F(1, 149) = 8.91, p = .003, η2 = .06). Pair-wise comparisons 
revealed that males reported significantly less intention to both monitor and not to drive after 
drinking than females (Ms = 4.43 and 5.52 respectively). 
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3.2.3 The prediction of post-exposure intentions (i.e., message acceptance). To determine 
the extent that third-person effects influenced post-exposure behavioural intentions (i.e., 
speeding and drink driving), two hierarchical regressions were conducted. To control for past 
behaviour, pre-exposure intentions, age and gender, these items were entered in the model as 
step one. To determine the extent that third-person differential perception scores contributed to 
post-exposure intentions beyond the contribution of the other four independent variables, they 
were entered into the model in step two.  
With speeding intentions as the dependent variable, the overall model accounted for 
31.2% (28.9% adjusted) of the variance in post-exposure speeding intentions (F(4, 151) = 11.81, 
p< .001). As Table 3 shows, the linear combination of the four independent variables entered as 
step one accounted for 24.3% of the variability in post-exposure speeding intentions. When 
third-person differential perception scores pertaining to the speeding advertisement were entered 
in step two, they accounted for a further 6.9% of the variance in post-exposure speeding 
intentions (FΔ (1, 146) = 14.70, p < .001). At step one, gender (β = .28, p < .001) and pre-
exposure speeding intentions (β = .40, p < .001) were the only significant predictors. With all 
five variables entered in step two, third-person differential perception scores was the second 
strongest predictor (β = -.28, p < .001) with pre-exposure speeding intentions being the strongest 
predictor (β = .38, p < .001). Additionally, gender remained significant in step two (β = .19, p = 
.012).  
With drink driving intentions as the dependent variable, the overall model accounted for 
23.4% (20.7% adjusted) of the variance in post-exposure drink driving intentions (F(4, 148) = 
4.31, p = .003). As Table 4 shows, the linear combination of the four independent variables 
entered as step one accounted for 10.7% of the variability in post-exposure drink driving 
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intentions. When third-person differential perception scores pertaining to the drink driving 
advertisement were entered in step two, they accounted for a further 12.7% of the variance in 
post-exposure speeding intentions (FΔ(1, 143) = 14.70, p < .001). At step one, gender was the 
only significant predictor (β = .26, p = .002). With all five variables entered in step two, third-
person differential perception scores was the strongest and only significant predictor (β = -.37, p 
< .001) although gender could be considered to be marginally significant (β = .16, p = .052).  
Hence, in both models (i.e., post-exposure speeding and drink driving intentions), the 
third-person differential perception score significantly added to the variance explained in such 
intentions over and above the other variables. In the case of drink driving post-exposure 
intentions, it represented the strongest predictor of intentions, exceeding the importance of pre-
exposure drink driving intentions.  
4. Discussion 
Overall, several key findings emerged from the results of this study. First, an individual’s 
acceptance of threat-based road safety advertisements, as measured by post-exposure intentions, 
was associated with their perceptions of the advertisement’s influence on both themselves and 
others (i.e., a third-person effect). In fact, third-person effects emerged as the most important 
predictor of post-exposure drink driving intentions and the second most important predictor of 
post-exposure speeding intentions. Furthermore, as predicted by Hypothesis 3, our results 
showed that as third-person effects reversed, indicating that individuals perceived themselves as 
being more influenced by a message than other drivers in general, the more desirable future 
driving intentions they reported following exposure to the advertisements. The finding is 
consistent with Duck et al.’s (1995) suggestion that third-person reversals could act to predispose 
individuals to persuasion. Additionally, our finding supports the notion that the TPE is not just 
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an interesting perceptual phenomenon but one with important behavioural implications. Only a 
limited number of previous studies have empirically examined the behavioural outcomes of the 
TPE (e.g., Mutz, 1989) and thus by examining the impact of third-person effects on behavioural 
intentions, our study represents an important contribution to the literature. Moreover, of the 
limited number of studies that have examined behavioural implications of the TPE, the majority 
have focussed upon behaviours pertaining to censorship (e.g., Gunther, 1995; Gunther & 
Thorson, 1992). By examining the TPE and its behavioural consequences in the context of health 
messages, our study also represents an important contribution to the social marketing and health 
promotion literature.  
The second key finding revealed a significant gender effect. Supporting our Hypothesis 
1a, males in this study reported classic third-person effects whilst females reported reverse third-
person effects. This finding suggests that messages incorporating threats of physical harm are 
regarded less relevant and influential by males than females. The absence of an age and gender 
interaction meant that we found no support for Hypothesis 1b which predicted that young males 
would have significantly greater classic third-person effects. Moreover, the absence of any age 
effects suggests that the key factor moderating third-person effects in the context of road safety 
advertisements incorporating physical threats is an individual’s gender. 
The third key finding pertained to post-exposure intentions (i.e., extent of message 
acceptance). As predicted by Hypothesis 2a, males reported significantly less desirable speeding 
and drink driving intentions after viewing the advertisements than females. Indeed, results of the 
regression analysis revealed that gender remained a significant predictor of post-exposure 
driving intentions for both speeding and driving when all variables had been entered into the 
model. However, we found no support for Hypothesis 2b which proposed that adaptive 
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intentions would be lower for younger males. The absence of any significant effects for age is 
somewhat surprising given that there is considerable evidence that suggests that threat appeals 
are least effective with adolescents and young people (Boster & Mongeau, 1984; de Meyrick, 
2001; Pechmann, Zhao, Goldberg, & Reibling, 2003). However, the results are consistent with 
Witte and Allen’s (2000) finding that most individual difference variables such as age generally 
do not have any effect on the acceptance of fear appeal recommendations.  
In contrast to Witte and Allen (2000) suggestion however, we found gender to be an 
important consideration when designing as well as when evaluating the effectiveness of threat-
based road safety messages. Our results also highlight the fact that although males represent a 
major high-risk group for road trauma (Tay, 1999; 2002), it appears that they are being less 
persuaded than females by current threat-based advertisements that incorporate threats of 
physical harm/injury. Thus, it follows that identifying the most effective threat type for male 
drivers remains a key task for future research pursuits.  
The fourth key finding to emerge from this study was that the main results were found to 
be consistent across two different driving behaviours, namely speeding and drink driving. This 
finding reflects the robustness of third-person effects as well as gender differences in relation to 
physical threats in the road safety advertising context. The consistency of the findings also 
highlights that the results may well generalise to physical threats used to promote other health 
issues. This study therefore has important policy implications not only for the road safety 
advertising context but for health promotion campaigns in general.  
The current study contains limitations that should be acknowledged. Two main 
limitations pertained to the study’s sample and specifically, the extent to which the findings 
could be generalised from our sample to the broader driving populace. First, university students 
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comprised just over half of the study’s sample. The use of student samples, representing a 
relatively homogenous group of highly educated and often young individuals has been a long-
standing criticism of the majority of threat appeal literature (see Hastings, Stead, & Webb, 2004) 
even though exploring the effectiveness of physical threats for young drivers was a particular 
aim of the current study. Second, females outnumbered males at a rate of 2:1 in our sample. 
Therefore, future replication of our findings with a larger number of males would demonstrate 
the robustness of our findings.  
An additional limitation pertains to our outcome measure of interest, namely, behavioural 
intentions. Although intentions are significant predictors of behaviour, the existence of the 
“intention-behaviour gap” highlights the fact that intentions are not perfect predictors of 
behaviour (Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2004). Given that most public health campaigns, 
including road safety campaigns, ultimately aim to motivate long-term safer/healthier behaviour, 
then outcome measures that best predict such long-term change are the most desirable. It should 
be noted however, that the reduction of crashes is a key objective of road safety publicity 
campaigns and there have been other studies that have examined this outcome (e.g., Elder et al., 
2004).    
The absence of a control group should be noted as an additional limitation of the current 
study’s design. We identify this as an important aspect to be considered in a future study. 
Arguably, to the extent that our study represents one of the first to highlight the important role of 
the TPE in relation to the persuasiveness of threatening health messages, we have provided the 
sound justification necessary to support such further future empirical investigation.  
A final limitation pertains to the correlational nature of the analyses we used to determine 
whether third-person effects influenced post-exposure intentions. Whilst we adopted a view, 
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similar to that espoused by Duck and colleagues (Duck & Mullins, 1995; Duck et al., 1995), that 
third-person effects may act to predispose an individual to being persuaded, it is acknowledged 
that the correlational nature of the analyses performed renders it impossible to determine whether 
such perceptions predispose persuasion or whether they arise as a by-product of the acceptance 
of a message. Future research is necessary to further explore this issue. 
Notwithstanding the limitations, we suggest that the results of this study have significant 
implications for researchers and health promotion practitioners. Theoretically, this study extends 
upon contemporary understanding of factors influencing the acceptance of threat appeals. In 
particular, the results identify third-person effects and gender as important factors influencing the 
manner in which individuals process the relevance of an advertisement which has subsequent 
implications for the degree of intentional change reported following exposure. Additionally, the 
study represents one of the few studies to empirically test the operation of the TPE in relation to 
health advertisements and one of even fewer studies to test the behavioural outcomes associated 
with third-person effects. As such, the current study also advances research in the 
communication literature. 
In relation to advertising practice, our findings suggest that current health advertisements 
incorporating strong physical threats, whilst relevant and influential for some segments of the 
audience, may not be relevant and influential for the entire audience. This finding concurs with 
the view held by a growing number of social marketing researchers that in order for threat-based 
advertisements to be effective, the threats incorporated within such advertisements must be 
relevant to the target audience (e.g., Rotfeld, 1999; Tay, 2002). Thus, future research that 
evaluates how relevant different audience segments, and in particular males, perceive different 
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threats is likely to provide important information to guide the design and evaluation of future 
road safety advertisements and health campaigns generally.  
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Table 1 
 
Brief descriptions of the advertisements used in the study 
   
Ad Name Theme Description 
“Tracy” Speeding 
A young girl is driving and her best friend, Tracy, is a passenger 
in the car. A P-plate is clearly visible. The driver is shown 
changing a tape and speeding (i.e., flashes of the speedometer and 
the posted speed limit indicate that the driver is speeding). They 
crash into a tree with the crash scene shown. The young driver 
survives and is shown to be extremely distressed with blood on 
her face and repeatedly saying, “Where’s Tracy?” and being 
restrained by emergency workers from going back to the vehicle. 
The passenger side of the vehicle has sustained most of the 
damage and Tracy is stuck in the vehicle. The advertisement 
concludes with the driver saying, “She’s my best friend and I’ve 
killed her”.  
 
“Joey” Drink driving 
Two brothers are shown leaving a party. As they are walking 
towards the car, the younger brother, Joey, keeps asking to drive 
but the older brother does not hand over is car keys. Once in the 
car and driving, the younger brother says again to his older 
brother that he should have let him drive. The older brother 
begins swerving the vehicle as though showing off to his younger 
brother. He loses control and the car is shown rolling a number of 
times with scenes of the crash shown from outside the vehicle as 
well as from within. The advertisement concludes with the older 
brother shown in a hospital bed in traction. He begins to call out 


















   30
Table 2 
 
Means and standard deviations for drivers of different age (in years) and gender for the anti-  
 
speeding and anti-drink driving advertisements 
 
Advertisement Gender Age Group Mean Standard Deviation 
Anti-Speeding Male ≤ 29 0.29  1.45 
  30 - 49 -0.27 1.22 
  ≥ 50 0.07 1.77 
     
 Female ≤ 29 -1.21  1.41 
  30 - 49 -0.82  1.55 
  ≥ 50 -0.90  1.20 
     
Anti-Drink driving Male ≤ 29 0.33 1.56 
  30 - 49 0.33  2.64 
  ≥ 50 0.64  1.65 
     
 Female ≤ 29 -0.70  1.64 
  30 - 49 -0.91  2.04 
  ≥ 50 -0.74  1.75 
     
Table 3  
 
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Post-Exposure Behavioural Intentions of the  
Speeding Advertisement 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 Variable               B          β       R2       R2change 
Step 1 
   Pre-exposure intentions       .43    .40***    .24         .24*** 
   Past behaviour            .03    .02 
   Age                        -.07                 -.03 
   Gender                .98                .28*** 
 
Step 2 
   Pre-exposure intentions         .41              .38**     .31         .07*** 
   Past behaviour               .06               .05 
   Age               -.03                 -.02 
   Gender                    .67                   .19* 
   Third-person differential  
     perception score             -.31                  -.28*** 
________________________________________________________________________ 





Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Post-Exposure Behavioural Intentions of the  
Drink driving Advertisement 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 Variable              B            β       R2       R2change 
Step 1 
   Pre-exposure intentions      .22      .15     .11         .11** 
   Past behaviour           .02      .02 
   Age                       -.13                    -.05 
   Gender              1.06                  .26** 
 
Step 2 
   Pre-exposure intentions        .20                 .14     .23         .13*** 
   Past behaviour              .02                  .02 
   Age              -.11                     -.04 
   Gender                   .63                       .16a 
   Third-person differential  
     perception score            -.37                     -.37*** 
________________________________________________________________________ 
**p < .01, ***p < .001, a p = .052 
 
